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The name Zebu was taken from the Tibetan word Zen or Zeba which 
means the hump of the camel". The word Zebu has been used 
world-wide for the last 250 years to refer to bos indicus cattle. The 
external feature which distinctly separates Zebu from European type 
cattle is the hump present over the shoulders or the posterior part of 
the neck. The hump consists of muscle, connective tissue, and 
variable amounts of fat. The size and shape of the hump varies by 
breed, sex, and age of the animal. The function of hump was not 
clearly understood and it was assumed to be a store of fat for use 
during periods of feed scarcity. Other conformation traits common 
to most Zebu cattle are: a narrow body, a sloping rump, and relatively 
long legs. The hide is thin, loosely attached, and the brisket and 
dewlap are usually well developed, particularly in males. 
Origin and Distribution 
Reports indicate that Zebu cattle descended from Bos nomad cus, a 
wild cattle found in the Indian Pleistocene era. From the center of 
origin, Bos indicus cattle migrated across tropical Asia and later to 
Africa, America, and Australia. 
Nearly half of the world's Zebu population is estimated in Asia. In 
most Asian countries, Zebu cattle have remained nondescript 
breeds, such as indigenous Zebu in Bangladesh, Kedah-Kelantan 
cattle in Malaysia and Lankan Zebu in Sri Lanka. However, in India, 
the Zebu population primarily consists of well-known dairy breeds 
such as Gyr, Hariyana, Kankrej, Ongole (Nellore), Red Sindhi, Sahiwal 
and Tharpakar. The three original strains of Indian cattle (Guzerat, 
Nellore and Gyr) used to develop the Brahman breed are still the 
basis of most Zebu breeding for beef production around the world. 
After Asia, the next largest populations of Zebu are found in South 
and North America, and Africa, accounting for approximately half of 
the total world Zebu population. 
R. rndreus cattle were introduced into America III 
the arty 18005 
They were referred to as Brahman and were used to develop the 
American Brahman by crossing Zebu with native American cattle. 
Large numbers of Brahman cattle as well as pure Asiatic Zebu cattle 
were introduced into Brazil from the beginning of the 17th century. 
and subsequently spread to other countries in the region. 
The 
Brahman breed has been maintained in its original form, improved 
and used in the development of new breeds, such as InduBrazil 
(Gyr 
X Guzerat), Canchin, Jamaica Hope. Sibovey, Santa Gertrudes. 
Brangus, Beefmaster and Simbrah. The Nellore (Ongole). 
Gyr and 
Guzerat (Kankrej) breeds are also present in substantial numbers it 
South America. 
The African cattle population originated from three major 
introductions from Asia during the period from 4500 to 
2500 BC 
These include B. taurus. homitic humpless longhorn (B. taunts 
longifonnls), humpless shorthorn (a tourus brochyteros) and 
humped Zebu (it indicus). From these breeds. well known African 
breeds such as Boran. Kenna. Butane. White Fulani and 
Africander 
were evolved. Boran has gained a good reputation 
as a 
dual-purpose breed has been widely used in improvement 
programmes all over Eastern Africa. mainly for beef 
The most 
promising dairy breeds of African zebu are Kenana and 
Butana. The 
White Fulani cattle of the pastoral people of West Alma 
have also a 
fairly high potential for milk production. In some areas of 
Africa. 
large number of cattle has remained nondescript 
Zebu breeds 
The Zebu cattle found in Oceania including Australia originated 
mainly from cattle introduced from India. Pakistan. 
South Africa and 
America. The Africander breed was used in the development of the 
Belmont Red. The Brahman and Sahtwal breeds were used 
for 
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Characteristics 
Bos indicus in Asia, Africa and some parts of Central America, are 
primarily reared by smallholders. Selected by nature for traits such 
as survivability, ruggedness, heat and parasitic tolerance, and ability 
to survive under harsh and unfavorable climatic conditions, Zebu 
cattle in their native habitats are regarded as well-adapted animals 
with low production potentials. Zebu cattle can thrive in hot and 
humid environments where Bos taurus animals cannot. Resistance 
to high temperature and humidity in tropical and sub-tropical 
regions has been associated with the tat accumulation at the hump 
and pronounced dewlap in these cattle and their ability to digest 
low quality forages. These features make the Zebu well-adapted to 
extensive breeding and management systems in a tropical climate. 
Productive Performance 
Size of the animals varies greatly with mature cows weighing from 
less than 200 kg to more than 400 kg. According to published 
reports, the mature body weight of tropical Zebu breeds ranges 
from 280 to 650 kg, age at first calving ranges from 24 to 62 months 
and calving interval ranges from 330 to 650 days. Milk production 
varies from 450 to 2700 kg per lactation and lactation length from 
130 to 350 days. The scale of these variations in productive and 
reproductive performances, suggest that there are large differences 
between animals in their genotype, nutrition, location, 
management and climatic factors. 
The potential for milk production is poorly developed in most Zebu 
cattle. The milk yield is low, often not much more than needed to 
feed the calf properly. The cows usually do not let down milk unless 
stimulated by the sucking of the calf, and adapt poorly to modern 
milking machines. Failure to let down milk when milked by hand or 
machine usually leads to complete cessation of milk secretion and 
consequently to short lactations. The fat and solids-not-fat content 
of milk is higher in zebu cattle than in most European dairy breeds. Zebu herds show a high degree social structure and genetic 
Reproductive Characteristics variability due to their extensive management and a lower degree of 
human interference and the latter provides ample scope for genetic The information available does not suggest that there is any great improvement. 
difference n reprou"ctive pnysiology between B. taurus and a 
ndicus cattle. Zebu cattle, although well adapted to the tropics an 
sub-tropics, characteristically show delayed puberty (prepubertal '\ ýý 
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anestrus) and extended postpartum periods (postpartum anestrus) 
compared with temperate breeds. It has been reported that there 
are differences in the hypothalamic, pituitary and ovarian 
relationships between Zebu and temperate cattle. These 
differences may account for differences in fertility between the two 
species even when similarly fed and managed. 
Some Desirable Characteristics 
Zebu cattle demonstrate a high degree of heat tolerance, derived 
partly from low heat production and partly from a large ability to 
dissipate heat. A high density of efficient sweat glands increases the 
loss of heat through evaporation, and the short, sleek coat facilitates 
convection to the surrounding air. 
Zebu are partially resistant to ticks, and thus to the many tick-borne 
diseases occurring in the tropical countries. Zebu animals have the 
ability to move their skin to repel ticks, but this is only part of the 
explanation of their larger resistance. Zebus have a wider, longer, 
very mobile tail used for defense and protection from parasites. The 
animals are also said to give off a strong repelling odor having the 
scent of rancid peanuts that protect themselves from ticks. This 
odor is caused by a secretion which comes from the tail. The switch 
at the end of the tail is used to spread these secretions over its body. 
It was also reported that If infested with tick larvae, fewer larvae 
developed into ticks in Zebu than in the European cattle. 
Zebus have low nutritional requirements due to smaller size, low 
metabolic rate, and possibly more efficient digestion at low feeding 
levels. 
It is now known that the hump of Zebus is a large slab of 
well-marbled meat and a delicacy for special occasions in some 
South American countries. 
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